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Background to the election
The three-party coalition government formed in 2007 between Fianna Fáil, the Green Party and the Progressive Democrats appeared to have a bulletproof majority, and there was every reason to expect that, like its two immediate predecessors, it would last the full five-year term. However, the global recession that began later that year and hit Ireland with full force in mid-2008 quickly reduced the likelihood that the government would survive until 2012. In
September 2008 the crisis in the Irish banking system, which had over-stretched its loan books far beyond the realms of prudence in the previous decade, was finally exposed following the collapse of Lehman Brothers. After the event there were many questions as to why neither political actors, nor Ireland's or the EU's regulatory system, had noticed the many warning signs. On 29 September 2008 the Irish government guaranteed the deposits and loan books of the six Irish banks, and over the next two years it nationalised or effectively nationalised all but one of these. Consequently, the debts and losses of the banks were taken on by the taxpayer and a huge debt crisis emerged. Trust in and support for the government dropped sharply and never recovered, though the government remained in office for over two more years.
From this point, all the economic goals and pledges contained in the programme for government laid out in 2007 were pretty much irrelevant. Although the government's term ran until June 2012, many questioned its moral authority to implement the crisis management policies, especially given that perceived economic competence had played a large part in 
The electoral system
The Dáil is elected using proportional representation by the single transferable vote, the system that has been used at every election since independence in 1922 (for explanation of PR-STV, see Sinnott 2010 , Gallagher 2008 . The 165 elected members are returned from 43 constituencies, each returning either three, four or five TDs. Average district magnitude (3.8) 
The campaign and election issues
The campaign was dominated by the economy: creating jobs, reducing unemployment, reducing emigration, and renegotiating the terms of the financial rescue package drawn down from the IMF and European institutions. It was widely felt that the interest rate on this package was punitive, designed more to discourage other countries, particularly Spain, from running large budget deficits than to help Ireland through its crisis. Critics also said that the package was designed primarily to rescue not Ireland, which might not be able to afford its terms, but those banks outside Ireland that had recklessly lent money to Irish banks who in turn lent it to speculators in Ireland's property bubble. In effect, the Irish people were being lent money at high interest rates so that they could 'repay' loans they had never taken out.
However, alongside resentment at the terms of the arrangement, and particularly at the unaccommodating attitude of the European Central Bank, there was a widespread assumption 
Election results
The 2011 Irish election was truly an earthquake election. It displayed one of the highest levels of volatility ever seen in postwar Europe, mainly due to the collapse of Fianna Fáil, whose losses were among the greatest ever sustained by any party anywhere (Mair 2011) .
Fianna Fáil lost virtually three-quarters of its seats, dropping to its lowest level ever, while its erstwhile junior coalition partners, the Greens, lost all of their seats (see Table 1 ). The main beneficiaries were the two main opposition parties, Fine Gael and Labour, which both made significant vote gains and won record numbers of seats. On the left Sinn Féin more than tripled its number of seats, Gerry Adams heading the poll in the Louth constituency, and the M A N U S C R I P T
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United Left Alliance also fared well. The combined left won over 30 per cent of the votes, a record for Ireland, where the left has always been the weakest in western Europe.
Independents, a long-standing and distinctive feature of Irish politics, returned in their highest numbers since 1951; some are simply hard-working local 'friends and neighbours'
politicians, but several could be placed on the left of the political spectrum. It is also worth making the point that these high levels of volatility came about despite the absence of any new party; seats shifted among the existing parties rather than being won by new forces. The number of female TDs advanced from 22 in 2007 to 25, though with only 15 per cent of its membership being female the Dáil is still one of the most male-dominated parliaments in Europe. (Gallagher 2011) . Coupled with good vote management (the distribution of its votes among its candidates) it achieved a greater over-representation than any party had ever managed before, and fell only 8 seats short of an overall majority.
Government formation
Once the results were known, it was clear that there were only two possible governments.
Either Fine Gael could try to form a minority government with support from eight or more independents, or it could form a coalition with Labour. There was no possibility that Fine inaccurate that further speculation would be unwise. But, for once, the cliché is true: the Irish party system will never be the same again.
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